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■ My name is Bibi / David, I am a first-generation college 
student and I am also a peer coach at the University 
Libraries at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. In the 
fall, I will be a senior (Major) major.
■ Chelsea Heinbach (She/her/hers) Teaching and Learning 
Librarian focused primarily on first-year students. 
Coordinate instruction to the FYS in Urban affairs and 
engineering and support English Composition. 
■ Rosan Mitola, Outreach Librarian, responsible for 
co-curricular outreach and engagement with students. 
Oversee day to day operations of Peer Coach Program. 
■ This is the rest of our research team - they’re not here 
today but you’ll hear from them in a little bit
Outline
» Background










PEER RESEARCH COACH PROGRAM
bit.ly/notyourdeficit
Turn on captions.
David -  Although it’s just the two of us here, there were a lot more people 
involved that we would like to make sure are recognized. So here is a video 
with the other senior coaches who were a part of this project and they are 
going to talk about what the Peer Coach Program is.
WHY THIS 
PROJECT?
Rosan: Clearly, we have done some intensive training around elevator 
speeches. (hopefully laughter)
Bibi: So now that you know who we are, let’s dive into how the project came to 
be! As I shared before I am a psych major, and my long term goal has always 
been to become a clinical psychologist. Clinical psychologists are heavily 
involved in research. So i went to Rosan hoping to find research opportunities 
within her work that I could be involved in. In my head I was thinking more like 
observing an interview, scoring data, or even just sitting in on her meetings. I 
never in a million years would have imagined that she would encourage me to 
lead my own project. Rosan why did you feel like the best response to my 
question was to lead my own project?
Rosan : One of the goals of the Peer Coach Program is for each student to 
achieve academic success and personal growth, while excelling in their 
chosen degree program. With this goal in mind, when Bibi expressed 
interest to participate in a research project, I immediately thought it would 
be worthwhile for her to lead a project of her own. I suggested she start 
exploring the recent library literature to see what research was being 
published as a way to to develop a research question, and when one did 
not immediately emerge, I started thinking about something she could 
research that would be of interest to her, and also contribute to our 
outreach and instruction work. 
bit.ly/notyourdeficit
Rosan: Chelsea and I and our colleague Brittany Paloma Fiedler had just done 
previous work at UNLV to study transfer students through a strengths-based 
lens in order to avoid the common deficit mindset. As may you be aware, the 
deficit mindset labels any student that does not fit into a traditional norm as 
“at-risk” or working at a deficit. 
Since the peer coaches are all first-gen students, it was a natural fit to work 
with that student population next. Because there was already a culture in our 
department of avoiding focusing on gaps and instead focusing on strengths or 
what is sometimes referred to as “funds of knowledge”, the two ideas merged 
and here we are.
Principles of Community Based Participatory Research 
1. Acknowledges community as a unit of identity
2. Builds on strengths and resources within the community
3. Facilitates a collaborative, equitable partnership in all 
phases of research, involving an empowering and 
power-sharing process that attends to social inequalities
Hacker, 2013
Chelsea : One of the things Rosan and I were most excited about when we 
started this study was this unique case of first-gen students studying 
first-gen students. We looked to the literature and found that this is called, 
“Community-based Participatory Research”. Rosan and I were actually just 
at a presentation this morning by Dr. Kim Morrison and kyzel fenno-smith 
that talked about how CBPR gives opportunities to provide counterstories, 
and we hope this project does just that.
Community-based participatory research (CBPR), founded in community 
health, is a collaborative approach that includes the community as 
participants in all aspects of the research process. CBPR offers researchers 
the opportunity to shift from studying a group to studying with a group, 
and has not yet been used regularly in LIS research (Hacker, 2013). 
There are nine guiding principles of CBPR, and we don’t have time to talk 
about all of them, but here are a few to kind of give you an idea of what 
this methodology is about and why it fit our situation so nicely. 
1. Acknowledges community as a unit of identity 
a. for us the identity and community were first-generation 
students
2. Builds on strengths and resources within the community 
a. This was already a priority of our department, as we talked 
about with the transfer student study. We knew that we 
wanted to push back against deficit mindset through this 
work
3. Facilitates a collaborative, equitable partnership in all phases of 
research, involving an empowering and power-sharing process that 
attends to social inequalities 
a. This speaks to how we worked with the peer coaches as equal 
partners on this project. We helped guide but they were the 
ultimate decision makers in all steps of the process. This 
pushes back against the typical model which would have us 
leading them and telling them what to do or how to do it.
This methodology provided a framework that clearly fit in line with our 
values as a department and the goals for the research project as we are 
interested in dismantling the deficit mindset in our classrooms and 
programs. We wanted to tell you about this because there were really kind 
of two studies happening at once - Rosan and I are testing out CBPR and 
the peer coaches are doing a study on first-gen students. Today will focus 
entirely on the peer coaches work.
American Indian/Alaska Native 0.30%
Asian 16%
Black/African American 8%
Hispanics of Any Race 30%
Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 1%
White 30%
Two or more races 11%
Nonresident 3%
Unknown 1%
UNLV Student Profile Fall 2018
https://ir.unlv.edu/IAP/Reports/Content/UndergraduateStudentP
rofile_Fall2018.aspx
Bibi: Now as we shift back into the first-gen aspect of this project, let’s 
talk about the UNLV student profile. UNLV is #1 in ethnic diversity, and our 
student population is made up of people from an array of various 
backgrounds. We want to be careful not to conflate first-gen students with 
students of color, but at UNLV the majority of our students are not white, so 







Bibi: We are part of a larger group of students on our campus that 
identify as first gen. When researching, we defined first gen the same way the 
university does, meaning that any student whose parent or guardian who 
hasn't obtained a bachelor's degree is considered first-gen. Under this 
definition, in Spring 2019, there were 8570 first-generation students enrolled 
in at least 3 credits at UNLV. 
““LIS researchers have tended to treat 
first-generation students as a vaguely 
defined but persistent problem rather 
than as full contributors to scholarly 
work, campus culture, and higher 
education generally.” 
Ilett, 2019, pg. 178
○ Bibi: Literature from universities and libraries tends to view first-generation 
students through a deficit lens (Ilett, D., 2019). Illet identified four major 
themes in his critical review of the library literature published about first-gen 
students. The themes are first-gen students are outsiders, first-generation 
students are a problem, first-generation students are reluctant library users, 
and finally some literature is emerging showing that first-generation students 
are capable students. As Ilett discovered, so much of the literature negatively 
portray first-gen students. Instead of viewing them as valuable additions, they 
are looked at as a problem needing to be fixed. This mindset ignores the 
strengths they bring to the campus environment, including library classrooms 
and spaces.
○ David: 
○  In response to this, we developed this project and created the hashtag 
#NotYourDeficit. We invite all of you to use our hashtag to help us spread this 
message and dismantle this deficit mindset. Our message is:  “What you see 
as our weaknesses, we see as our strengths”
○ And not only have we identified the deficit mindset in the literature, but we 
have had first-hand experience with it as well. There were times in the past 
that the Peer Coach program has been framed as a deficit. Previous 
descriptions of the pc program early on framed the employment opportunity as 
one for “at-risk” students, and as a program for those who are less likely to 
graduate. As first-gen students this is honestly demeaning to our character as 




○ Bibi: So we got started by having meetings where the librarians facilitated 
discussions and Peer Coaches came up with what specific things we wanted 
to know about first-gen students. We led with all our ideas and Chelsea and 
Rosan kind of cleaned up our thoughts. Pretty much all of us had very little 
experience with original research. So none of us really know what we were 
doing. And we still don’t ( pause for laughs) But luckily, Chelsea and Rosan 
kept pushing us and believed in us even when we didn’t see what we were 
capable of. They wouldn’t give us the answers to our questions but they would 
just guide us in the right direction. We had no idea how hard it would be to 
pick real research questions, even though we co-teach eng 102 library 
instruction sessions. After a few meetings and a lot of frustration, we were 
able to come up with what we wanted to know about First Gen students.
Research Questions
1.





















○ Bibi: These are the 3 main questions that guided our research.
○ 1) What are the strengths and lived experiences of first generation students? 
○ 2) What are the preferred learning and connection environments of first gen 
students? 
○ And 3) How can we create opportunities for genuine engagement for first-gen 














○ David: In order to determine what methodologies to 
use, we read certain articles and learning about 
different methods used in similar studies. We decided 
the best thing to do was to conduct interviews and 
focus groups. My colleague Rebekah who is well 
versed in qualtrics created a preliminary survey that 
was sent out to all FG students at UNLV. The goal of 
the survey was to ask questions to get more insight into 
how first-gen students self identify in regards to their 
first-gen status, how they spend their time, and how 
they prefer to interact with the library.
○ There were 983 respondents to that survey. From those 
respondents we pulled subjects for our interviews and 
focus groups. We held 3 focus groups with 24 
participants, and conducted 8 semi-structured 
interviews. We transcribed all of our recordings and 





● Bibi - The following are the findings of our research project 
and we are going to discuss them based on each research 
question.
What are the 
strengths and lived 
experiences of 
first-gen students?
● Bibi - So the first question is, “What are the strengths and 
lived experiences of first-gen students?”
●  In my opinion, this was the primary focus of our research 
since we are trying to change the deficit mindset universities 
have towards FG students. That being said, this was easily 
the hardest question to get answered. 
Original Questions
❖ What are some ways you wish the university 
recognized and integrated your perspectives 
and experiences?
❖ Is there anything about your upbringing, 
previous experiences or identity that make 




● what are some ways you wish the university recognized and 
integrated your perspectives and experiences
● is there anything about your upbringing, previous experiences 
or identity that make you feel unique as a college student?
● So when we ran practice focus groups and interviews, we 
realized that asking somebody how they benefit the university 
can be an intimidating question. We got a lot of blank stares 
or simple statements such as “I don’t know if I bring anything 
to the university”.
Follow-Up Questions
❖ Do you help any of your peers with 
school?
❖ What clubs or organizations are you 
a part of on campus?
❖ How has your upbringing shaped 
you as a student?
bit.ly/notyourdeficit
Bibi -
● So we adjusted the questions and added things such as,
○ “do you help any of your peers with school?”,
○ “what clubs or organizations are you a part of on 
campus?”
○ How has your upbringing shaped you as a student?
●  This helped us answer the question in a less direct way, and 








● So first we will walk through their strengths and then lived 
experiences
● The first strength we will talk about is how first-gens students 
are highly motivated and independent. They have a lot of 
drive to be successful in school, and are self-reliant.
● Students shared how they wanted to improve their families 
situation, and they constantly talked about spending 
countless hours studying. They also often said how they 
would like to figure things out for themselves.
David -
For example, an engineering student we interviewed shared that he 
was enrolled in honor classes, and got a job as a tutor so that he 
can be able to afford a bus pass to go to school and eventually buy 
a car.  Clearly a highly motivated student. He also mentioned his 
father’s financial struggles motivated him to make better financial 
decisions and not rely on others for his success. It specifically 
motivated him in his studies so he can get his degree and not 
struggle the way his dad did.
 I think it is also important to mention that just because FG students 
tend to be independent, it doesn’t mean that they don’t need 
guidance and assistance through their academic career. As we said 
earlier, a lot of FG students have that family support and influence 
to continue with higher education; however, that support is limited. 
First-gen students want solid, well-rounded support, but not people 
to baby them or to pity them. 
Interviews and focus groups suggest we should provide more 
support in financial aid, enrollment, major selection, and other 
foundational resources. First-Gen students often have to navigate 
alone and find themselves struggling through the first or even 
second semester of college. One of the participants in our focus 
groups said that she did not know how to even pick her classes for 
her first couple semesters, she wasn’t aware that a degree 
worksheet even existed and she was literally taking classes 








The second strength we’ll talk about is how first-gen students use 
their identities, perspective, & experiences. Students were eager to 
meet others with similar experiences to them and they used their 
identities and perspectives to help others. They were highly aware 
of their identities and how those identities affect their college 
experience. From being tutors, helping others with similar 
struggles, or giving advice, this awareness was a common thread 
through many conversations in interviews and focus groups.
““I’m also president of the boxing club 
here [at UNLV]. I’m the only female on 
the team right now… I just bring that 
sort of perspective… hoping that I can 
bring in more females into the 
program.” 
- Focus Group 1 Participant D
Bibi -
Here is a direct quote from participant D in our focus group. “I’m 
also president of the boxing club here [at UNLV]. I’m the only 
female on the team right now… I just bring that sort of 
perspective… hoping that I can bring in more females into the 
program.” Not only was this student paving the way in her boxing 
club, but also shared that she is a part of the ROTC program, and 
currently the only female in her class. it was interesting to see how 
intentional she was using her identity to create pathways for others.
Highly 
motivated and 






The third strength we noticed was first-gens are eager help others 
and build communities through their identities. Some ways they 
would do that is to create study groups on their own. Most seek to 
set the example for younger siblings, family members, and peers. 
And often they would try to find people like them who have similar 
experiences.
““I don’t know if there is an 
organization for anything like that but 
we just need more information 
….Sometimes you just feel kind of 
disconnected.”
- Focus Group 1 Participant B
David - 
In one of the focus groups, an online non-traditional student 
brought up feeling disconnected, and she didn’t realize what impact 
that had on her until she met another non-traditional student. The 
two students would study together, and the participant realized she 
wanted to be a part of a community or club but didn’t know how to 
find one. Here's what she shared in the focus group:
I don’t know if there is an organization for anything like that but we 
just need more information ….Sometimes you just feel kind of 
disconnected.
Once she shared that most of the other focus group participants 
agreed and started sharing their own experiences about feeling 








Now we will dive into their lived experiences. The first one is, 
students balance numerous responsibilities. Outside of their 
studies, most had caretaking and financial responsibilities.
““I find that my quality of studying… is 
pretty reduced when I’m trying to 
prioritize money over studying… I was 
tutoring 20 hours a week and I’m trying to 
help a bunch of other people and… I 
spread myself way too thin.”
- Focus Group 2, Participant B
Bibi -
This student touches on how they try to balance school and work 
responsibilities to meet financial obligations. 
“I find that my quality of studying… is pretty reduced when I’m 
trying to prioritize money over studying… I was tutoring 20 hours a 
week and I’m trying to help a bunch of other people and… I spread 
myself way too thin.”
Other participants mentioned that they are in similar predicaments 
where they are forced to prioritize other responsibilities over school. 
It is important to remember that FG students are multi-faceted folks 
and school is not the only pressure that they have.
For those of you who work with students, this is a really important 
thing to remember. When students skip a research consultation or 
are distracted in class it can be easy to blame them or consider 
them lazy, but it’s likely much more complicated than that. This is a 









- The next lived experience we’ll talk about if the experience 
with Las Vegas diversity
- While not all first-gen students are students of color, many 
are, especially at UNLV. Because of our unique campus 
environment, we wanted to talk with students about how it 
affected their education. However, 82% of our students are 
from the Las Vegas area, which is itself incredibly diverse.
David -
So while we thought asking them about diversity would yield 
significant results, it turned out that most students were already 
exposed to the diversity because they grew up there. We know this 
may not be the same experience for a first-gen student of color at a 
predominantly white institution and that would be interesting to 
explore. 
While they did state that they were accustomed to diversity, 
students also talked passionately about how much they valued it as 









Another common lived experience first-gen students shared is that 
Interactions with educators matter and can influence students in a 
positive or negative way. Students shared experiences with high 
school teachers and faculty on campus.
- Bibi-
- Basically, we are trying to say that this influence is not limited 
to college professors or those working in higher ed. For 
example, High school teachers can have a major influence. 
Many students shared that their high school teachers heavily 
influenced their decision to pursue higher education. We did 
notice that students who went to high schools with more 
resources in the area, such as magnet schools were often the 
students sharing these experiences. 
- However, when discussing their college experiences, 
students showed frustrations in regards to the 
responsiveness and availability of some of their professors. 
The main complaint being faculty’s lack of understanding that 
students balance numerous responsibilities and can’t 
dedicate their whole life to one class.
- David 
- example office hours (From my personal experience there’s 
been times throughout my college years when I need to meet 
- with a professor to talk with them about an assignment or a 
difficult concept I didn’t understand and due to their limited 
office hours and my busy schedule I am not able to meet with 
them.)
- It just shows that not all professors are understanding of the 
various situations students are dealing with 
- This all means that educators can influence first-gen students 
in good and bad ways. Providing opportunities for students’ 
development through opportunities like independent study 
and research are really helpful as well as keeping their 









We found one theme that is both a strength and lived experience. 
That is, families influence and support students.
As a commuter campus many students live at home and are still 
embedded in family life. Past literature frames first-gen family 
support only as a problem because their parents are not always 
knowledgeable in what it takes to transition from HS to college. 
However, families provide support in other facets such as being a 
sounding board, providing transportation, making meals, and even 
just cheering them on. 
““My family are immigrants from 
Colombia and I wanted to be able to 
give them that title that ‘my child was 
able to go to college and pursue higher 
education’.”
- Focus Group 3 Participant D
Bibi-
As we mentioned before, families also acted as motivation.
This participant from one of our focus groups used her family’s 
background as a motivator to pursue a degree and make her family 
proud. 
READ: “My family are immigrants from Colombia and I wanted to 
be able to give them that title that ‘my child was able to go to 
college and pursue higher education’.”
The main point we are trying to make is that the role of families are 
important to FG students’ academics whether they have a degree 
or not. A lack of a degree does not mean they are incapable of 
providing other kinds of support. 
Highly 
motivated & 



























this all goes to show that first-gen students do in fact bring a lot to 
the university and we can build upon those strengths and lived 
experiences in our classrooms and libraries. While the literature 
primarily considers these students as “at-risk”, and while there are 
challenges associated with being a first-gen student, we are also 
highly motivated students with rich lives and perspectives. We 
should not be defined solely by our struggles. #notyourdeficit 
Bibi
What are the preferred 




● As a reminder our second research question asked “What are 
the preferred learning and connection environments of 
first-gen students?”
● When it came to learning environment, we noted that the FG 
students we spoke to preferred working solo rather than in a 
group setting. We held 8 personal interviews; in each of these 
interviews one of the questions was whether they preferred 
working alone or in a group setting and seven out of the eight 
said they prefer working alone. 
● Additionally, some of the participants in the focus groups also 
made similar remarks which suggested they prefer to work 
more independently. We must mention that based on the 
responses we got from students, it appears that this 
preference of working solo pertains to graded work. In other 
words, most of the students answered this question in the 
sense of solo vs. group work and not learning preference as 
● a whole. 
● One student labeled herself as “extremely independent, [and] 
extremely self reliant”. We believe that the experiences first 
gen students have lived through strongly influence this trait of 
self reliance. This should be viewed as a strength that FG 
students tend to share, but also this information should be 
noted by libraries, campus partners, or anyone in academia 















During our interviews and focus groups we had students complete 
an activity sheet to highlight what resources they commonly used 
that make up their personal learning environment. We hoped to find 
out where they get their information in order to see how the library 
can connect with them in the classroom.
Bibi-
These were our results: so we found that these were the main 
areas that students would rely on to get info. We saw a lot of social 
media, mainstream news outlets, and library database. They 
preferred social media outlets because of how fast and easy to 
access it is to access them. They noted that the database had 
better quality resources and materials. This is something to keep in 
mind for sure due to the role that librarians play in students’ 
research. 















Friends and family clip art: 
https://sarahjmccabe.com/10-tips-from-the-aao-workshop-on-resea
rch-methods-for-genealogy-and-local-history/ Local News outlet 
(KTNV): https://www.ktnv.com/ 
WEBMD:https://www.webmd.com/ Personal interests: 
How can we create 
opportunities for genuine 
engagement for first-gen 
students and the library?
Bibi:
● Our third and final question is “How can we create 
opportunities for genuine engagement for first-gen students 
and the library?
● For this question we coded our findings into 4 major themes 





First, we have to Create Community. Repeatedly throughout all 
focus groups and interviews, students said they want to hear from 
first-gen alums. They wanted to relate to someone who had gone 
through similar struggles who could be an example for them. We 
recommend libraries provide networking opportunities where 
first-gens can interact with other first-gens. This supports their 





On a similar note, it’s important to Cultivate a Sense of Belonging. 
Even if you create a community for first-gen students on your 
campus, you still need to demystify higher education so that they 
can stop feeling outside the academic community and realize they 
are the academic community. 
This is bigger than the library - it will take partnerships across 
campus and an active effort to avoid creating a hostile environment 
for first-gen students and other non-traditional students. This 
means, for the faculty I called out earlier who made students feel 
misunderstood, the university should create learning opportunities 
to recognize why this is a problem. This can vary from university to 




Third, we recommend Considering Their Life Experiences and 
shifting the way you think about them. The deficit mindset is 
sneaky, and usually manifests out of good intentions to help others. 
We suggest that you take some time to reflect on how you might be 
approaching your students from a deficit mindset unintentionally. 
Then, spend time shifting your mindset from solely focusing on the 
limitations and challenges of students, and instead, find ways to 
incorporate their unique perspective and skills in your classroom 
and programs. 
Ask your students questions about what they DO know, and what 






Finally, Continually Improve. Keep finding ways to reach more 
students and increase resource awareness. There is always more 
outreach to be done, and students who have never heard of 





Now that we’ve talked about what institutions should do for first 




» Include first-gen alumni in events
» CULTIVATE A SENSE OF BELONGING:
» Adult 101 Workshops
» Improve Bridge Programs
bit.ly/notyourdeficit
David-
To start off we will build community by hosting first gen mixers with 
a similar set up to our current transfer student mixers. Due to the 
high demand for relatable guest speakers by our participants, we 
plan to include first gen alumni guest speakers at events whenever 
possible.
We also plan on having Adulting 101 Workshops that cover life and 
academic skills such as: managing a budget, avoiding debt, healthy 
eating on a budget, decoding assignments, and more. For the past 
three years we have partnered with the Academic success center 
to offer incoming fg students a transition to college program 
through a one or two day workshop. We intend to use these 
findings to improve and expand our work in this area. 
Our Plan
» LIFE EXPERIENCES:
» Improve scheduling of events and programs
» Support intersectional identities
» CONTINUALLY IMPROVE:
» Strengthen online presence 
» Student-focused social media content
bit.ly/notyourdeficit
Bibi-
- We plan on being more inclusive in the planning of library 
events and workshops by offering sessions later in the day 
when more students are available, and we will increase our 
session offerings instead of doing programs one time 
throughout the day. 
- To support intersectional identities we plan to emphasize and 
create online resources that students can access whenever it 
is convenient for them. In addition to a significant first gen 
population, we are a commuter school which is something to 
factor into our event planning. 
- Also keep in mind that first-gen students are many things 
aside from first-gen - when you are doing outreach to 
students of color, DACA students, engineering students, 
honor students, any other students! You are also likely doing 
outreach to first-gen students in the group.
- Beyond creating tutorials or other online resources we will be 
recommending the library’s social media incorporate more 
student focused content
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